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Texts and Teaching
Suggested reading for Medieval and Renaissance Courses
The End of an Era:
John E. Wills Jr’s 1688: A Global History as a Capstone
Nikolas O. Hoel
Northeastern Illinois University
When designing a course, an appropriate question is how to end
it. What great primary or secondary source will send students off
into the larger academic world, outside the immediate class at hand
with a better understanding of the period they had just been studying? The quandary is important in every medieval or early modern
course; for example, does one end the medieval survey with Dante
or Petrarch, or even Erasmus? The necessity for a capstone is no
less great in classes that are entitled “England to 1688,” which populate many university course catalogues today. Many monographs
and articles have been written about the Glorious Revolution, and
many would serve as a good way to end a course on early English
history.1
One such text approaches the topic from a new direction,
combining the events in England with the movement within the historical field towards a world-history approach. John E. Wills, Jr.’s
1688: A Global History, explores the events that occurred in the entirety of the world in one year. In its pages one can see the context of
the Glorious Revolution, even though England is not Wills’s focus.
By examining one year throughout the entire globe, the book serves
as a wonderful capstone by showing students new methodologies
1 Some recent examples of studies of the Glorious Revolution included but are not limited to Cox, “Was the Glorious Revolution a Constitutional Watershed?”; Cruickshanks,
The Glorious Revolution; De Krey, Restoration and Revolution in Britain; Vallance, The
Glorious Revolution.
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and one new approach to the study of world history, which still fits
into the context of a course on England.
One might question the approach of considering a single
year in time, but Wills is not alone in his approach. Several books
have been written in the last few years that try to examine the world,
or at least the known world at the time, in a single year. Before Willis’s effort, Olivier Bernier attempted a similar project focusing on
the year 1800.2 Following both Bernier and Wills, Giusto Traina
wrote 428 AD: an Ordinary year at the End of the Roman Empire in
2009, which show that the empire was still alive in 428 and it was
anything but an ordinary year.3 Incidentally, Traina’s work serves as
a good launching point for a medieval history survey just as 1688:
A Global History is a good capstone for an early English history
course. Finally, in 2014 Eric Cline examined the world in 1177 BC
in order to ascertain why there was a Mediterranean-wide collapse
in or around that year.4
Wills’s 1668: A Global History begins by tracing the sun
as it moves across the world on January 3, 1688, from the Pacific
across Asia and Australia to Europe and Africa until it reaches the
Americas. This solar journey is Wills’s “Baroque Prelude.” Yet,
the author readily admits, “This portrait of one day in one year is a
somewhat artificial construct.”5 The arbitrary exercise of tracing a
day is a reflection in microcosm of the arbitrary exercise of focusing
on one year. Wills points out that many people in the world at the
time would not have even referred to the year as “1688” at all, given
the variety of systems of dating across the planet. Further, the very
concept of the world is problematic when dealing with early modern
history as lines of communication were slow and most people still
had little sense of a greater world outside of their personal localities. This very arbitrariness allows for the first fruits of discussion
2 Bernier, The World in 1800.
3 Traina, 428 A.D.: An Ordinary Year at the End of the Roman Empire.
4 Cline, 1177 B.C. : The Year Civilization Collapsed.
5 Wills, 1688 : A Global History, 3.
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with students. Questions of what the world actually is and how time
is actually defined can challenge students to reexamine how they
see the early modern world as well as their own. They can look at
how communications and population density (two factors that Wills
highlights to show the difference between 1688 and now) affect a
consideration of history, and if that framework is arbitrary or intuitive. Even before the binding on the book is broken, the discussion
can begin.
Wills proceeds to take the reader on a tour of the world. Part
I, “A World of Wooden Ships,” places readers in the Americas: in
Mexico, Potosí, and the Sonora Desert. In this first section the trip
continues to Africa and then to Australia. Wills uses Part II, “The
World of the Great Company,” as a link to “Three Worlds Apart,”
(Russia, China and Japan), which is Part III, and discusses those
regions to the east of England and the Glorious Revolution. Western Europe is the focus of Part IV as the political events there are
discussed. Part V also deals with Europe as well, but its focus is the
intellectual and literary history of the year. The figures discussed
include the playwright Aphra Behn as well as Newton, Locke, and
Leibniz. Parts Four and Five turn to the other great “Religions of
the Book,” as Islam and Judaism are discussed.
This tour of the world in the year 1688 provides the backbone against which students can be asked serious questions not only
about history, in general, but also about the practice of history. The
book challenges the concept that history is a narrative told over time.
Wills presents no overarching story in which he asserts arguments
about causation. Wills in fact does not look at change over time,
which many think to be the central job of the historian. This work
is not made up of one narrative told over time; rather it is a series of
narratives told of one time. In essence the work becomes a collection
of micro-histories that, when combined, make up a macro-history.
Students can consider both the parts and the whole, and explore the
value of each approach to history. The use of a series of microhistories can be compared to a monograph such as Eamon Duffy’s
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Voices of Morebath, which is a micro-history in its own right andcan
be read earlier in the semester.6 By considering multiple texts and
multiple approaches to history, both micro and macro, students can
examine the nature of the historical enterprise, and define for themselves what makes an effective monograph. They can also explore
the idea of what a historian actually is. Much value can be gained
from tracing the issue of how historians have written about the past.
A class on English history provides a great opportunity for this exercise, and Wills’s work can be a modern example of a trend that extends from Tacitus to Bede to William of Newbourgh to John Foxe
to other twentieth and twenty-first century monographs.
One of the greatest advantages of using 1688: A Global
History is that it challenges ideas of chronology and periodization.
Just as Avril Cameron claims in her introduction to 428 that Giusto
Traina’s work undermines current writing on the periodization of
the Roman Empire and late antiquity, so too does Wills challenge
the periodization of British and European history.7 By examining
the world as a whole, students are asked to assess why a single date
can matter so much in one place and so little in another. They may
indeed wonder why the course concludes in one place or with one
particular event when another class about a different area of the
world could continue to another, perhaps better, defining moment.
Students may even question whether courses covering English history should culminate or begin with the year 1688.
Wills’s work does have its limitations. It is not a traditional
monograph in the sense that there is no central thesis that drives the
book and is supported by evidence throughout. This text should
not be used if the goal is to have students identify arguments and to
analyze the use of sources. Further 1688: A Global History contains
many stories and many names. Students can get bogged down in the
details and get lost easily as Wills shifts from one part of the world
and one story to the next. In addition, in its Norton paperback form,
the book does not have footnotes or a bibliography. As a result, the
many individuals, events, places and topics are hard to find without
6 Duffy, The Voices of Morebath.
7 Traina, 428 A.D.: An Ordinary Year at the End of the Roman Empire, ix.
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reading the entire book. The lack of footnotes also makes the book
difficult to use as a jumping off point for more specified research.
The text does however contain a very helpful “Sources and Further
Reading” section, which supplements the chapters well.
The final limitation is that the book is not solely about Britain
and the Glorious Revolution. The fact that this critical event takes
up a mere thirteen pages may be seen as a large issue for some who
teach a course entitled “England to 1688.” Yet, from the right point
of view, the limited attention given to the exchange of monarchs is
a jumping off point for fruitful discussions surrounding the actual
importance of James II leaving England, and William and Mary arriving. Students can be asked questions about Eurocentrism and the
role of Europe in the larger world of the late seventeenth century.
1688: A Global History does not conclude in the place that
one might expect. Rather than closing the book by describing the
last month of the year, the final chapter returns to the beginning of
the year. The prelude of the book is a study of 3 January 1688; the
last chapter takes place on 15 January 1688. Wills vividly paints the
image of Henry Purcell playing his most recent musical composition before the king and queen in honor of her pregnancy. Purcell
was the organist of Westminster Abbey and of the Chapel Royal,
Composer in Ordinary to His Majesty, Keeper of the King’s Wind
Instruments, and harpsichordist in the King’s Private Music. The
work being performed, based on Psalm 128, gives praise to an event
that may well have brought down the House of Stuart less than a
year later. The scene lets students have a parallel moment to the one
being described; they drift away from their course on English history until 1688 just at the voices drifted to the ceiling of the Chapel
Royal with the final words of the book “O well is thee.”
Nikolas O. Hoel is an Instructor of Medieval and Byzantine History at Northeastern Illinois University in Chicago. He holds degrees from Lawrence University (BA), the University of Colorado-Boulder (MA), and the University of
Wisconsin-Madison (Ph.D.). His area of emphasis is the religious history of the
Early Middle Ages, and is currently working on a manuscript that focuses on
comparative hagiography.
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